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OPINION

FOCUSED GRADUATE EDUCATION:
AN INVISIBLE BUT REAL

COMPETITIVE EDGE
Dr. Roland D. Kankey, Dr. Jan P. Muczyk, and Col Neal M. Ely, USAF

The future mission of the Air Force will be diverse and complex. Advanced
technology will play an increasingly prominent role; a smaller force must
accomplish more. To support this mission, our acquisition corps must be
intellectually capable, well educated and trained. Focused graduate education
will be essential to sustain this effort.

vice) is headed. In the words of the former
Secretary of the Air Force, the Honorable
Sheila E. Windall, and the previous Chief
of Staff, General Ronald R. Fogleman, the
Air Force faces a period of profound
change.1 Although it is easier to explain
the past than to predict the future, there
are some assumptions that can reasonably
be made about certain aspects of this
change.

In the future, the activities involved in
executing the Air Force’s mission (which
includes equipping and training) will be-
come more diverse and complex, and may
involve operations and acquisitions that
are novel and nontraditional. While the Air
Force (and the Department of Defense
[DoD]) of the future will most likely be
smaller, based on the experience of the
past few years the tempo of operation will
likely be faster paced and less predictable

The Air Force has long recognized
the value of quality education, as
is evident from the following

axiom: “Success in war depends at least
as much on intellectual superiority as it
does on numerical and technological su-
periority” (Department of the Air Force,
1992). In this era of right-sizing and try-
ing to do more with less, the oft-uttered
phrase “work smarter, not harder” seems
to underscore the importance of education.
In other words, the Air Force’s competi-
tive edge in the future, both on the battle-
field and in system acquisition, will de-
pend in a large measure on that part of the
human anatomy that rests on the shoul-
ders.

For those of us in the field of acquisi-
tion, this would appear to be particularly
applicable given the direction in which the
Air Force (and for that matter every ser-
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than in the old Cold War environment.
Forces may be deployed more frequently,
and under the new Air Expeditionary
Force concept, they will probably be de-
ployed in smaller, nonstandard, unit-
equipped deployment packages
(Fogleman, 1996). Advanced technology,
in the form of weapon systems, informa-
tion management, etc., will play ever more
prominent roles, and in all cases, we in
acquisition will have to provide reliable,
affordable, and state-of-the-art equipment
and information systems to support the
warfighter. All these elements are consis-
tent with the Air Force’s new strategic vi-
sion of “global engagement” (Secretary of
the Air Force, 1996).

As the operational tempo increases,
enormous pressures exist to reduce de-
fense spending in concert with deficit re-
duction and budget balancing. Yet as a
result of a decade of steady decline in the
defense budget, much of the activity sur-

rounding what budget authority is avail-
able will involve how to ramp up and
maintain adequate spending for force
modernization (to provide systems needed
for potential future conflicts) while main-
taining acceptable present and future force
structure (White, 1996). Acquisition re-
form and technology will play a signifi-
cant role in how we acquire new weapon
systems for this modernization, and ini-
tiatives such as clear identification of DoD
core capabilities and the transfer of spe-
cialized military technology to the civil-
ian sector will enhance the efficiency and
effectiveness in both the military and com-
mercial industrial bases.

Most recently, the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff published Joint Vision 2010
(1996), his template for the operational
evolution of the Armed Forces, which ac-
knowledges that technologically superior
equipment has been critical to the success
of our forces in combat. We will need a
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responsive research, development, and
acquisition process to properly incorpo-
rate these new technologies. The need to
overcome bureaucratic inertia, to change
the way we do business, is cited as a re-
quirement for future military success
(LaBerge, 1996). It is well understood that
education is one of the few acceptable
methods to overcome inertia and change
people’s behavior. Our acquisition corps
must be intellectually capable, well edu-
cated and trained, and be able to create an
acquisition process to match the rapidly
developing acquisition reform initiatives
and legislation, as well as the emerging
industrial base and system requirements
of the future. In this future, dramatic
changes will be wrought by technology:
changes in our weapons systems, changes
in our acquisition processes, changes in
our information systems and information
management, and changes in our logistics.
As indicated in Global Engagement, our
core competencies are the combination of
professional knowledge, airpower exper-
tise, and technological know-how that pro-
duces superior military capabilities (Sec-
retary of the Air Force, 1996). Weapons
system acquisition specialists will be key
to incorporation of modern and develop-
ing technologies into operational weapon
systems and the acquisition of these sys-
tems at affordable prices.

Acquisition functions will not be ex-
empt from increased “right-sizing” and
budgetary pressures as we attempt to bal-
ance support for the current and future
warfighter with achievement of a leaner
infrastructure. In addition, activities that
occur away from the flightline will be
closely scrutinized for civilianization,
privatization, and outsourcing. The impact
of all this will create changes in the size

and composition of the force, as well as
in certain activities performed by remain-
ing personnel. The mission of the Air
Force, although
it may appear to
look different,
will endure or
perhaps even
grow. There-
fore, a smaller
number of indi-
viduals will be
expected to per-
form a larger
number and greater variety of tasks and
duties, and they will have less time to pre-
pare for them.

A pressing need will exist for a force
multiplier to help ensure our future success,
both on and off the bat-tlefield. This will
be especially true for the rapidly evolving
acquisition career field to help those in it
become “the world’s smartest buyers.”
Those responsible for acquiring and sus-
taining next-generation systems will need
the intellectual acumen to “name that
tune” after hearing just two or three notes.
This article will discuss graduate educa-
tion as a component of the force multi-
plier, and the need for appropriate focus
in graduate education.

EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY ARE
FORCE MULTIPLIERS

The most effective force multiplier is
really a multivariate equation consisting
of an able, motivated, and well-led
workforce with appropriate training and
education, and supported by state-of-the-
art technology (Muczyk & Hastings,

“The need to over-
come bureaucratic
inertia, to change
the way we do
business, is cited as
a requirement for
future military
success” (LaBerge,
1996).
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1985). A small force leveraged by the
above-mentioned enabling factors can
defeat a much larger force that lacks one
or more of the aforementioned elements.
The Israeli experience since 1947 and the
U.S.-Coalition defeat of a larger Iraqi
force in the Persian Gulf War constitute
two excellent examples of the power of
the force multiplier equation.

The concept of education as a “force
multiplier” has broad general applicabil-

ity and is not
unique to just
the operational
military. For in-
stance, an anal-
ogy can be
drawn between
the future need
for this force
multiplier by
the Air Force
(including its

acquisition function), and the need for a
similar force multiplier in the private sec-
tor, if it is to remain healthy and competi-
tive in the future. Simply put, success for
both will depend on a qualitative rather
than a quantitative edge. The Air Force is
moving to a smaller, higher technology
force, where success will be a result of
qualitative rather than quantitative factors.

On the economic front, the United
States cannot compete with China, India,
Indonesia, Mexico, and other developing
nations as far as labor-intensive industries
are concerned (Higgins, 1991). If the
United States is to enjoy a promising eco-
nomic future, it must concentrate on high-
technology, communications-oriented,
knowledge-intensive industries. These
industries require a well-educated, tech-
nical workforce (i.e., the force multiplier).

Without this, the nation will lack a com-
petitive edge, and will wind up exporting
its wealth to more productive nations
(Dunham & Pierce, 1989). This is why so
many successful companies emphasize
quality education through reimbursement
programs. This creates a powerful win-
win situation for the company, its employ-
ees, and its stockholders. This relationship
is recognized and understood within the
private sector, and that is why individuals
who have a quality technical education are
doing better than ever before, while those
who do not are losing ground (Howard,
1995).

THE SALIENCY OF
MANAGEMENT TECHNOLOGY

Typically, the term technology conjures
up the realm of Thomas Edison and his
lab—that is to say, “physical” technology.
Yet there is another technology that is be-
coming even more important, and that is
“management” technology. By this we
mean the organizational patterns and man-
agement systems that society develops to
administer key institutions. In light of the
difficulty of protecting physical technol-
ogy, international patent agreements not-
withstanding, it is the rapid transforma-
tion of innovation into products and ser-
vices through “management” technology
that provides the competitive edge in the
marketplace. Japan’s economic miracle
can be largely attributed to its superior
management technology, which creates
the illusion that the Japanese are more in-
novative on the physical technology fron-
tier than they actually are (Muczyk &
Hastings, 1985). In other words, leading-

“…it is the rapid
transformation of
innovation into
products and
services through
‘management’
technology that
provides the com-
petitive edge in the
marketplace.”
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edge management technology makes it
possible to exploit physical technology
and provide the necessary cycle time ad-
vantage (Muczyk, 1990; LaBerge, 1996;
Clubb, 1996).

On the military front, we simply must
come to terms with the reality that multi-
national and transnational corporations
produce most of the technology, and prac-
tically anyone can obtain it either directly
or through third parties. Once the techno-
logical genie is released, no amount of
secrecy and effort can put it back in the
bottle. Therefore, quickly transforming
available technology through the most ef-
ficient management systems and organi-
zational patterns into superior weapon
systems is paramount. The importance of
management technology is further high-
lighted by the necessity to obtain the big-
gest “bang for the buck” in the systems
we are acquiring.

GENERIC  VERSUS FOCUSED EDUCATION

On the educational front, the value of
focused versus generic graduate education
is being hotly debated not only by the pri-
vate sector, but also by the military (Air
Force Institute of Technology [AFIT],
1996).2 To be certain, the value added of
focused education is quite elusive and dif-
ficult to quantify. Some examples are in
order. There is an abundance of success-
ful flag officers who are products of un-
dergraduate and graduate civilian pro-
grams. Does that imply that the more ex-
pensive military academies are a waste of
taxpayers’ funds? Moreover, most corpo-
rate executives receive their degrees from
public universities, and not all of the de-
grees are in business administration.

Should parents stop sending their off-
spring to the more expensive private in-
stitutions, and should we discourage stu-
dents from at-
tending busi-
ness schools? In
like manner, one
could point to
numerous suc-
cessful military
logisticians who
obtained their
graduate educa-
tion in civilian
ins t i t u t i ons .
Thus, the cen-
tral question be-
comes: Does
the promotion rate in the world of work
constitute the only or the best criterion for
evaluating education? We think not, and
more will be said on this point later. Since
it is in vogue to look to the private sector
for “best practices,” we shall oblige.

FOCUSED GRADUATE EDUCATION

AS A BEST PRACTICE
Historically, U.S. firms relied on ge-

neric education. The industry- and com-
pany-specific knowledge and practices
were to be obtained through on-the-job
experience and the training provided by
the company through a variety of continu-
ing education instrumentalities. Even busi-
ness schools were expected to provide
only the knowledge and practices that
were common across organizations; while
everything else was the responsibility of
the employer. The “big six” accounting
firms provide a superb example of that
model through their training centers that
offer a comprehensive catalog of courses
that prepare young people who already

“On the military
front, we simply
must come to terms
with the reality that
multinational and
transnational corpo-
rations produce
most of the technol-
ogy, and practically
anyone can obtain it
either directly or
through third par-
ties.”



Acquisition Review Quarterly—Fall 1997

372

possess generic accounting degrees to be-
come public auditors, tax specialists, or
consultants. Certainly, there have been
exceptions all along, with the best example
being the General Motors Institute, which
provided focused degrees for General
Motors employees.

More recently, though, many U.S. cor-
porations have concluded that focused
education is the best business practice,
even though initially it is more expensive,
and are resorting to teaming arrangements
with civilian graduate schools in order to
tailor management programs to the spe-

cific needs of
their organiza-
tion. This has
compelled a
number of busi-
ness schools to
move out of their
ivory towers to
forge partner-
ships with cor-
porations, result-
ing in multifac-

eted, long-lasting, and strategic alliances
that fuse business practice and business
education. A recent report estimates that
companies with management education
and training divisions called colleges, in-
stitutes or universities increased from 400
to more than 1,000 between 1988 and
1995 (Hoffman, 1997; “The Corporate
University Boom,” 1996; “Corporate Uni-
versities Grow in Stature,” 1997). Among
the best known are Motorola University
and the MBA program offered by the
Arthur D. Little School of Management.

The aforementioned trend is evident
abroad as well, since international execu-
tives also believe that focused education

makes a larger and more immediate im-
pact on the organization, because it deals
with the company’s specific problems,
solutions, opportunities, and threats. The
ability to tackle subjects of immediate rel-
evance in a direct manner holds much ap-
peal to most managers, regardless of na-
tionality or geography (Bradshaw, 1997;
Griffith, 1997). Likewise, teaming ar-
rangements between a private firm and an
educational institution permit responsive-
ness to the ever-changing needs of the
firm, thereby providing a competitive
edge.

A 1996 survey of organizations partici-
pating in focused education programs re-
vealed that the impetus provided by rapid
change is largely responsible for the
customization trend, with the desire to
align education with an organization’s
goals, to spread organizational culture, and
to enhance the employability of organiza-
tional members (“The Corporate Univer-
sity Boom,” 1996). The same survey ad-
ministered in 1997 produced the follow-
ing list of benefits from focused educa-
tion: 1) enhanced job performance (37
percent); 2) communication of mission/
vision and values (31percent); 3) devel-
opment of a world-class leadership pro-
gram (24 percent); 4) establishment of a
systematized education process (18 per-
cent); and 5) the educational programs as
an agent of change for the organization
(13 percent) (“Corporate Universities
Grow,” 1997). It is interesting to note that
in the latest survey a bottom-line impact
was cited most frequently as the most
valuable contribution of focused educa-
tion.

The ability to tackle
subjects of immedi-
ate relevance in a
direct manner holds
much appeal to most
managers, regard-
less of nationality or
geography
(Bradshaw, 1997;
Griffith, 1997).
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ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AS AN IMPORTANT

PERFORMANCE VARIABLE
An increasing number of executives are

recognizing the importance of organiza-
tional culture, and are expending signifi-
cant resources to create and maintain a
culture that reinforces organizational goals
and objectives. Focused education is
viewed by certain executives as a more
effective vehicle for propagating a desired
culture than is generic education, and for
good reason. Putting a significant num-
ber of members of the same organization
through the same intense, extended expe-
rience not only inculcates shared values,
but reinforces them as well. After all,
shared values are the stuff of which cul-
ture is made.

The Air Force’s recognition of the im-
portance of organizational culture played
an important role in its creation of the new
Air and Space Basic Course. Additionally,
now that the Continental United States
(CONUS) C–130 community and opera-
tional support airlift have been reassigned
to the Air Mobility Command (AMC), the
need for the development and growth of
an AMC culture has been accentuated.
One of the vehicles to accomplish this goal
is through the AFIT Master of Air Mobil-
ity Degree at the Air Mobility Warfare
Center, Fort Dix, NJ, which is embedded
in the Advanced Study of Air Mobility
Program (Larsen, 1997).

THE DEFENSE DEPARTMENT ANALOGY

For more than 50 years, the U.S. mili-
tary has relied on both above-mentioned
models. Some officers were sent to civil-
ian universities for generic degrees. These

officers were then focused through pro-
fessional continuing education (PCE)
courses as well as through on-the-job ex-
perience. Others were sent to organic
graduate schools—AFIT and the Naval
Post Graduate School (NPS), with reduced
subsequent PCE obligations. The Army
did not operate its own organic graduate
school but uti-
lized both AFIT
and NPS, and
for certain pro-
grams, such as
Financial Man-
agement, it part-
nered with a ci-
vilian university.
One could even
make a cogent case that educational di-
versity contributed to the preeminence of
our armed forces. The rationale for this
dichotomy was straightforward. In those
areas where the differences between ci-
vilian and military applications were
small, a generic degree was acceptable.
Otherwise, an organic degree was pre-
ferred.

Military establishments of other nations
also rely on organic education. One of the
better known is the United Kingdom Min-
istry of Defense Graduate School at Ports-
mouth. Interestingly, the Graduate School
of Logistics and Acquisition Management
at AFIT provides not only a model for
some of our allies, but also the “seed
corn.” That is, certain countries send of-
ficers to AFIT, who, after graduation, go
back as instructors and administrators of
their own organic schools. In addition,
they use many of the course materials to
which they have been exposed at AFIT.
Brazil serves as the best example.

“Focused education
is viewed by certain
executives as a more
effective vehicle for
propagating a
desired culture than
is generic educa-
tion…”
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THE NEW ORDER

Since the disintegration of the Soviet
Empire, practically everything has be-
come budget driven and the “80 percent
solution” is acceptable (i.e., since the last
20 percent of performance is the most dif-
ficult and expensive to obtain, in the ab-
sence of a clear and present danger, 80
percent of performance is good enough).
Few would argue that an organic gradu-
ate school adds value. The crux of the de-
bate, however, revolves around the ques-
tion: Does the value added justify the
greater cost?

We need to be quite candid for the mo-
ment. Using promotion rates as a proxy
measure of the value of focused organic
versus generic civilian education is haz-
ardous indeed, because the nexus between

promotion rates
and contribu-
tion of organi-
zational mem-
bers is based on
a considerable
leap of faith. On
the other hand,
alternative cri-
teria cannot be

defended with incontrovertible evidence
either. Let us illustrate with examples close
to home. We have been assured that the
success of the Air Force program known
as “lean logistics” was made possible by
AFIT graduates, and not necessarily by the
highest ranking ones. Yet, these officers
undoubtedly had the same promotion rates
as their counterparts with graduate degrees
from civilian institutions. Time and time
again, we are assured by customers that
AFIT graduates do not require a learning
curve to speak of, as do their counterparts

from civilian institutions. Also, individu-
als proclaim publicly that hiring AFIT
graduates is the best business practice they
know of. Yet, organic graduate education,
for better or for worse, stands or falls on
the value that its customers and corporate
leadership place on five characteristics
inherent in organic graduate education: 1)
a focused curriculum, 2) relevant research,
3) responsiveness to customer needs, 4)
mission-ready graduates, and 5) enhanced
assimilation of organizational culture.

Should focused graduate education be
the best business practice within the Air
Force? To begin to answer this question,
we must first discuss the overall require-
ment for graduate education for the Air
Force. As noted previously, the Air Force
and DoD are moving into a future defined
not only by evolutionary forces but also
by a revolution in military affairs; and
acquisition reform, “right-sizing,” fund-
ing availability, privatization, out-sourc-
ing, lease versus buy decisions, and mis-
sion issues will all play roles in this dy-
namic environment. As discussed earlier,
a smaller Air Force will require a force
multiplier to achieve its competitive ad-
vantage in much the same way as the pri-
vate sector, and largely for the same rea-
sons—namely, a highly educated techni-
cal force structure. In the current
downsizing environment, we must be on
guard when applying the concept of pro-
portional cuts to education. Under the pro-
portionality argument, since the Air Force
has become smaller, the number of ad-
vanced academic degree (AAD) require-
ments should shrink proportionately. This
is a specious argument and, in fact, quite
the opposite is the case. Just as a higher
proportion of the civilian workforce in a
high-technology, knowledge-based, and

“Using promotion
rates as a proxy
measure of the value
of focused organic
versus generic civil-
ian education is
hazardous indeed…”
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communications-oriented economy needs
focused quality graduate degrees, so do
the men and women of tomorrow’s Air
Force.

 This observation applies not just to the
select few deemed to be the future leaders
who must chart our course, but to person-
nel at all levels charged with the day-to-
day operation of a high-tech, high tempo
Air Force, including those who will be
acquiring and sustaining its systems. The
devil is typically in the implementation,
and the individuals who do the actual
implementing are found at all levels of the
organization. If key people at all levels
lack the appropriate education, poor
implementation will frustrate the best laid
plans (such as decreasing cycle time
[Clubb, 1996], or elevating the importance
of a bidder’s past performance as a source
selection criterion) every time.

In today’s (and tomorrow’s) fast-paced,
fluid environment, the Air Force and DoD
will need more people with the skills and
tools they accrue from a focused graduate
education. These include not only the tech-
nical and informational skills related to
one’s major course of study, but the ana-
lytical, problem solving, and rational
thinking abilities one develops as part of
a graduate education. These tools are es-
pecially important because they can be
applied throughout a career, and to a broad
array of problems and situations. Educa-
tion, after all, is what is left after all the
job-specific knowledge and skills are re-
moved. A smaller Air Force needs more
advanced, quality technical degrees be-
cause it no longer has large numbers of
people, inventory, and an abundance of
funds to throw at problems. The remain-
ing folks will have to solve unusual and
complex problems with brain power. That

is why the Air Force Scientific Advisory
Board (AFSAB), in New World Vistas,
recognized this reality and specifically
offered AFIT as an example of a source
of Air Force relevant quality graduate
technical degrees (AFSAB, 1995). Given
the resource-constrained environment,
with its manpower reductions and up-
tempo implications, the Air Force can no
longer afford a square checking exercise
in graduate education.

All of us know there are quality civil-
ian institutions, and where “one size fits
all,” they should be utilized—and they
are.3,4 But civil-
ian institutions
are not inter-
ested in certain
technologies
because they
lack large-scale
commercial ap-
plications. Fur-
thermore, while
many of the
DoD acquisition
orders deal with
primarily commercial goods (commodi-
ties, office supplies, etc.) to be sure, other
subsets are quite different (combat aircraft,
munitions, missiles, etc.). Likewise, some
of our acquisition goals and a substantial
amount of the DoD acquisition environ-
ment (especially the legal aspects) are
markedly dissimilar from commercial
practices, which are the only ones taught
at civilian universities. Finally, the “fog
and friction” of combat necessitates a tai-
lor-made logistics system (Pagonis &
Cruikshank, 1992). We must face the re-
ality that many pure “just-in-time” logis-
tics systems are severely taxed by the
Christmas rush and incapacitated by a

“In today’s (and
tomorrow’s) fast-
paced, fluid envi-
ronment, the Air
Force and DoD will
need more people
with the skills and
tools they accrue
from a focused
graduate educa-
tion.”
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United Parcel Service labor stoppage. To
quote more fully from Global Engagement
(1996):

People are at the heart of the Air
Force’s military capability, and
people will continue to be the
most important element of the Air
Force’s success in capitalizing on
change. The Air Force of tomor-
row and beyond must encourage
individuals to be comfortable
with uncertainty and willing to
make decisions with less than
perfect information. Accordingly,
our people must understand the
doctrine, culture, and competen-
cies of the Air Force as a whole—
in addition to mastering their own
specialties. Emphasis on creating
an Air Force environment that
fosters responsiveness and inno-
vation, and rewards adaptability
and agility, will be crucial as we
move into the early part of the
next century.

The qualities and skills cited in the
aforementioned quote are needed to cre-
ate suitable DoD acquisition and logistics
systems, processes, and procedures; and
they are exactly the attributes provided by
the kind of focused graduate degrees of-
fered at AFIT and NPS.

On a broader scale, AFIT’s two gradu-
ate schools undeniably contribute two of
the enabling elements in the force multi-
plier equation discussed earlier. Certain
technologies are of interest principally to
the Air Force and the DoD, such as: high-
energy lasers, low observable technolo-
gies, target recognition, autonomous
weapon systems, and unmanned aerial

vehicles. AFIT’s School of Engineering
offers not only focused curricula in these
areas, but also conducts relevant, cutting-
edge research on these vital issues. Gradu-
ates of these programs are anxious and
able to explode out of the starting gate
when they arrive at their next assignment.

In the areas of acquisition and logistics,
AFIT for years has also provided educa-
tion and research focused with an Air
Force/DoD lens, thereby creating mission-
ready graduates. The contributions to
management technology include develop-
ing improved information resource con-
cepts and systems, and improved manage-
ment of a weapon system’s life cycle, from
system acquisition (including acquisition
logistics) to operational logistics support.

In addition to the faculty’s research
streams, over 90 percent of AFIT’s thesis
research is sponsored by external Air
Force and DoD organizations. As noted
earlier, this research helps to solve some
of the key problems faced by the Air Force
as it moves into the next century and pro-
duces graduates better able to address ad-
ditional problems in the future. AFIT’s
research sponsors have recently estimated
that the value of the research they receive
is about $30 million per annum. And fully
80 percent responded that they would have
funded this research from other sources
had it not been supplied by the AFIT
graduate schools.

The Air Force Logistics Management
Agency (AFLMA) is the most concen-
trated locus of AFIT graduates. This as-
signment permits these young officers to
hone analytical skills acquired in gradu-
ate school by applying them to some of
the most vexing logistics problems fac-
ing the Air Force and the DoD. By the time
they complete their AFLMA assignment,
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these officers are among the most valu-
able assets that the Air Force possesses.

It is becoming evident that in today’s
resource-constrained environment, the
number one enemy of any military sys-
tem is cost. Whereas in the past the em-
phasis was placed on effectiveness, today
efficiency is of equal importance. This is
particularly true in the field of acquisition,
where measures of efficiency such as unit
cost and life-cycle cost are key in program-
matic decisions. Economy of force, one
of the basic principles of warfare, has been
cited as one of the justifications for con-
sidering different, more efficient, ap-
proaches toward acquisition and logistics
mission accomplishment (Ely, 1997). The
entire concept of cost as an independent
variable (CAIV) promotes a push for cost
efficiency. But it is management technol-
ogy that in large measure determines effi-
ciency. In all likelihood, cost pressures
will elevate the importance of efficiency
as serious attempts are made to balance
the federal budget. It will be management
technology, focused on the unique aspects
and requirements of the Air Force, that
determines how successfully this branch
of the services executes new initiatives
such as acquisition reform, lean logistics,
and quality management.

RESPONSIVENESS TO AIR FORCE NEEDS

As the nature of how the Air Force ac-
complishes its mission changes, require-
ments for new areas and subjects for Air
Force-focused graduate education will ap-
pear; and the graduate education process
for the Air Force must respond to these
new requirements. It will be of paramount
importance that these changes be made in a

timely and responsive manner. As organic
schools, AFIT and NPS have always con-
sidered responsiveness and flexibility to
be core competencies.

As an example, the Graduate School of
Logistics and Acquisition Management
has recently demonstrated responsiveness
by implementing a new graduate program
that serves as a
prototype for
how the chang-
ing graduate
education needs
of the Air Force
could be met.
This new pro-
gram, the Mas-
ter of Air Mo-
bility, was developed for the AMC in con-
junction with the Advanced Studies of Air
Mobility program at Fort Dix, NJ. The
competing requirements for focused
graduate education in air mobility, and the
need to keep the students involved with
the mobility mission, required the use of
mixed instructional delivery modes. Many
of AFIT’s specialized courses are offered
on-site at Fort Dix. AFIT instructors fly
to Fort Dix to teach courses there on an
accelerated basis, while some courses are
taught at the AFIT campus and delivered
to the Air Mobility Warfare Center through
satellite hookup. The AFIT library is con-
nected with the Air Mobility Warfare Cen-
ter as well. This program was initially re-
quested by the Commander of AMC in
September 1994, and implemented in full
as an accredited master’s program in
March 1995.2,4

As an important side note, every stu-
dent nominated for the first class by AMC
already possessed a master’s degree in a
different discipline. In the future, the re-

“It is becoming
evident that in
today’s resource-
constrained environ-
ment, the number
one enemy of any
military system is
cost.”



Acquisition Review Quarterly—Fall 1997

378

duced manning, increased operational
tempo, and (for those of us in acquisition)
downsized program offices will require
that students spend less time in a tradi-
tional campus environment than their pre-
decessors did. Educational systems must

respond to these
changing needs
by taking edu-
cation to the
student. Clearly,
technology will
modify the de-
livery mode of
education and

training by making distance learning much
more practical and effective than it is to-
day, thereby decreasing the time students
spend away from their primary duty.
Within the Air Force, AFIT is a leader in
pioneering distance learning, and we are
actively considering ways to reduce the
length of the in-residence portion of our
masters degrees.

IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS

Perhaps the ultimate tradeoff to be con-
sidered is strictly cost versus value. Any
graduate school that produces mission-
ready graduates by focusing its curricula
and research on customers’ needs and by
being responsive as part of its mission
(consultancy is included in AFIT’s mis-
sion) will be more expensive. Ipso facto,
any organization (including the Air Force)
would have to pay a premium (or provide
a subsidy) to a civilian institution in re-
turn for receiving the same responsive-
ness, attention, and focused education that
AFIT currently provides.

AFIT’s Board of Visitors determined
that the investment the Air Force makes
in graduate education at AFIT ($13.4 mil-
lion per year) provides an impressive re-
turn in terms of mission-ready graduates,
as well as focused and responsive research
and consultancy. The Board of Visitors
report goes on to say: “AFIT provides an
array of values that benefit its students,
the Air Force and, ultimately, the entire
nation.” The report concludes with the
following remarks: “While there is a pre-
mium to be paid to maintain AFIT, the
Board of Visitors is unanimous in its be-
lief that there is a richness to the return on
investment that cannot be achieved at
more traditional civilian educational in-
stitutions” (“Report of the AFIT Board of
Visitors,” 1996).3

At the moment, looking to best busi-
ness practices to achieve significant effi-
ciencies within the DoD is the order of
the day. It would be ironic indeed to aban-
don focused graduate education at a time
when it appears that it is being recognized
around the globe by the private sector as
the best business practice.

SUMMARY

The acquisition reform initiatives and
the Air Force Lightning Bolts are only the
beginning—the first chapter in a long
saga. To successfully change our acquisi-
tion processes to meet our future needs,
DoD and the Air Force must produce not
only the strategic thinkers in this critical
arena who continuously improve existing
management technology as well as add to
the extant storehouse, but those who are
able to implement these “best laid plans.”

“At the moment,
looking to best
business practices to
achieve significant
efficiencies within
the DoD is the order
of the day.”
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In an era of ever-shrinking budget author-
ity, the success of force modernization and
acquisition reforms will depend on those
who can master the complexity and dy-
namics of the rapidly changing and unique
military technological and acquisition en-
vironment. Given the differences between
civilian and military logistics and acqui-
sition, and the emphasis on efficiency as
well as effectiveness, a focused, respon-
sive, and quality graduate education guar-
antees that the Air Force and the DoD will
receive a constant stream of officers and
government civilians armed with the stra-
tegic mental acuity to solve some of the
most vexing problems in the future.

With the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, no nation can compete with the
United States across the board as far as
physical technology is concerned. It is

imperative that such is also the case vis-
à-vis management technology, for with-
out it, it is not possible to exploit the full
range of physical technologies that a na-
tion possesses. Most would agree that in-
stitutions and organizations vested with
public interest should be directed by doc-
trine rather than personality or financial
expediency. The evolution of mankind has
taken such a path that it is now the size of
the brain that constitutes the competitive
edge and not the size of the club. But this
brain must be honed through appropriate
education and training. Now, more than
ever, the vital education element of the
force multiplier equation must continue to
be incorporated as a fundamental tenet of
Air Force and DoD doctrine. The conse-
quences of not doing it may very well be
unacceptable.
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ENDNOTES

1. Culled from numerous speeches given
by the Secretary and Chief of Staff of
the Air Force during the first half of
1996.

2. Unlike the Air Force, which is debat-
ing the future of the graduate educa-
tion at AFIT, the U.S. Navy considers
the Naval Postgraduate School a “flag-
ship” educational institution, along side
the Naval Academy and the Naval War
College, to be preserved as a valuable
asset.

3. Given the fixed costs associated with
launching a new program, before a ci-
vilian university would consider such
a decision, it would require a guaran-
tee of a sizable number of students for
an extended period of time.

4. Typically, it takes two years or more
for a new program to be debated and
approved by all the curriculum com-
mittees, the faculty senate, and for pub-
lic universities, the Board of Regents
or the Department of Education.


